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ANALYSIS OF UNDERGRADUATES’ WRITING IN EXPLANATION TEXT 
 
Helen Poh Hong Hua 
 
This study aimed to analyze the ability of University Malaysia Sarawak 
(Unimas) undergraduates in writing texts using the explanation genre. These 
undergraduates took up the generic course, Academic Reading and Writing (ARW) 
during semester two of 2007/2008session. These undergraduates taking ARW were 
taught writing on the genre based approach, where the generic structure and language 
features peculiar to each genre were emphasized course in year 2007/2008. The 
undergraduates’ texts used in this study were extracted from their final written 
examination where one of the questions required them to write a text based on a given 
diagram by using the explanation genre. A total of 101 sets of these texts (hence 
known as sample texts) were obtained and analyzed for this study. The focus of this 
study is on the explanation text type. The analysis was carried out following two 
checklists based on Derewianka (1990)’s framework, namely the generic structure 
and language features. The results showed that the undergraduates were familiar with 
the specific generic structure of the explanation text but there were also a few sample 
texts with missing and reversed explanation statements. However, language features 
were the difficult part as most sample texts were found with errors in using 
appropriate sentence structure in conveying the meaning cohesively and coherently. 
The implications of the study are discussed and several recommendations with regard 




















ANALYSIS OF UNDERGRADUATES’ WRITING IN EXPLANATION TEXT 
 
 
Helen Poh Hong Hua 
 
Penyelidikan ini bertujuan untuk mengkaji keupayaan para siswa dari 
University Malaysia Sarawak dalam penulisan teks jenis penjelasan. Para siswa telah 
menghadiri kursus ARW selama dua semester pada tahun 2007/2008. Sebanyak 101 
set contoh teks telah diambil daripada koordinator kursus ARWuntuk tujuan 
penyelidikan. Contoh-contoh teks jenis penjelasan ini merupakan kertas jawapan 
peperiksaan semester akhir sesi 2007/2008. Para siswa dari kursus ARW sesi 
2007/2008 telah diberi pendedahan kepada Genre Based Approach dalam sesi 
pembelajaran penulisan pelbagai jenis teks yang mempunyai struktur dan gaya 
bahasa tersendiri. Kajian teks ini telah dijalankan berdasarkan kerangka Derewianka 
(1990) iaitu struktur dan gaya bahasa yang terdapat dalam teks jenis penjelasan. 
Para siswa didapati berupaya menggunakan struktur yang tepat bagi teks jenis 
penjelasan walaupun terdapat kehilangan ayat penjelasan dalam sebilangan contoh 
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Writing has become a crucial part for students besides the acquirement of 
other three skills in language learning. Writing has always been regarded as a 
critical part to acquire as cognitive process is demanded besides construction 
process and is learnt through practices and experiences (Myles, 2002). Students 
always write for several purposes in learning context in any level. As students 
proceed from school to tertiary level, the demand expected of their writing also 
changed with different challenge too.  
 
Writing has become a complicating task for students as they enter college 
life where they have to adapt their writing skills from writing for narration or 
expository purposes to academic purpose in order to equip themselves for their 
respective courses besides the needs to accomplish examinations’ requirements. 
They switch from writing in the form of narration or description or expository to 
academic writings in college or university life which it means in other words, they 
write from mechanical form of writings to more complex form of writing.
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This might create difficulties to second language students as they need to 
compose argumentative writing in second language in academic context. They 
need to be proficient in second language acquisition in order to formulate ideas in 
academic writing as writing for academic purpose involves the transforming or 
adaptation of the information into new perspective of the current topic. Academic 
writing requires cognitive process in formulating ideas besides being proficient in 
the use of language, the ability in writing and the use of appropriate rhetorical 
patterns. The teaching of academic writing has become a great challenge to the 
English language teachers to help students acquire the skills in academic writing 
since most students face difficulties in writing especially in second language 
writing.  
 
English for Specific Purposes (ESP) acts as a remedial course in most 
Malaysia universities such as University Malaysia Sarawak (Unimas), University 
Islamic Antarabangsa (UIA) and University Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) in 
engaging learners in academic writing. The course engages the undergraduates in 
using the appropriate rhetorical pattern and language features for specific 
disciplines. In the Unimas setting, the undergraduates who achieve the upper band 
in Malaysia University English Test (MUET) certificate are given options in 
enrolling themselves in courses offered under ESP such as Academic Reading and 
Writing (ARW) and English for Professional Practices (EPP) that  create 
attentiveness among the undergraduates towards the needs to write in a 
communicative purpose. MUET is an English test that every undergraduate 
should take and pass the paper before they enter any local university in Malaysia. 
Unimas uses the MUET examination as the benchmark in which to place the 
undergraduates in various generic English courses.  
 
Writing is so essential to students that it is not surprising that there are many 
approaches and types of practice to choose from and implement in the writing 
lessons. Undergraduates from Unimas who take up ARW course are taught to 
write in a structured and goal oriented method in order to expose them to 
generalized and systematic ways of constructing writing. The genre based 
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approach claims to able to help undergraduates in identifying the specific 
rhetorical and language features in each genre by giving them various examples of 
genres such as narrative, explanation, discussion, argumentation, description and 
information report and  to learn through imitation and exploration of the different 
kinds of sample texts. This approach manages to reveal the undergraduates the 
context of situation for different genre. The undergraduates of ARW course would 
be able to produce genre based text according to their respective discipline at the 
end of the course. 
 
Genre based approach received a few positive feedback in its 
implementation on the pedagogy in teaching writing. Kay and Dudley-Evans 
(1998) have argued that the genre based approach is more effective for learners to 
advance their writing skills in second language than the process approach as the 
approach helps to free students from their worries in writing. A success example 
can be viewed from the study conducted by Henry and Roseberry (1998, cited in 
Henry and Roseberry, 1999) at University Brunei Darussalam on the writing on 
brief tourist information text in English in an academic class. The students were 
divided into two groups, genre based instruction group and none genre based 
instruction group for the same writing task. The significant result was obtained 
after three weeks of the experiment that the genre based instruction group did 
better than the non genre based instruction group. The data showed that 
knowledge of the typical structure of the content made it easier for learners to 
arrange their ideas in terms of both achieving their communicating goals and 
producing more well- organized writing than focusing on the planning and 
drafting in the process approach. It proved that the students’ understanding of the 
rhetorical pattern and the language features can be enhanced by the genre based 
approach through the experiment done by Henry and Roseberry (1998, cited in 
Henry and Roseberry, 1999). 
 
The explanation genre, which is the focus of this study, involves different 
participants or readers who read to get implicit explanation for general 
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phenomenon with its specific organization and language features in order to fulfill 
its communicative purposes in the discourse community. 
 
The genre based approach has also been tried and tested in a number of 
different contexts, not only at the university level but also in teaching writing to 
children who were identified as disadvantaged students. (Christie 1999, cited in 
Firkins, Forey, & Sima, 2007). Many studies like teaching writing to low 
proficiency EFL students and raising awareness of the generic structure and 
language features of essay were done to examine the effectiveness of the genre 
based approach in teaching writing in second language settings. Besides that, the 
awareness in using appropriate generic structure and language features in writing 
genres under genre based approach was also been examined in the studies. Most 
of the studies focused on the genre based pedagogy in writing classes that focused 
on the teaching strategies, teachers’ perceptions in implementing genre based 
approach in their writing class and the outcomes of the introduction of this 
approach in classroom towards the teaching and learning process. A genre based 
approach to the teaching of writing brief tourist information texts done by Henry 
& Roseberry (1996) showed that this approach is able to improve the writing 
ability and raise the awareness to realizing the communicative purpose. However, 
very few studies discussing the work of students who have undergone the genre 
based approach in teaching second language writing to see the application of 










1.1 Statement of the problem 
 
Undergraduates in higher institutions such as colleges and universities have 
been asked to produce academic writing in their college level. The writing takes 
into consideration in constructing paragraphs that are coherent and focused and 
which present the readers with informed argument. Most undergraduates enroll in 
academic writing to engage themselves so as to be effective in writing different 
genres. They may have some comprehension of the structure of an academic 
paper but might not expose thoroughly the pattern of academic paper to be 
performed. Therefore, genre-based approach has emerged as a new approach in 
teaching writing to learners by most English language teachers. This approach 
creates a structured, integrated and communicative language teaching which leads 
students in writing more coherent and fluent academic writing paper. However, 
Malaysia ESL teachers still face problem in encouraging students in writing a text 
which use the appropriate rhetorical and linguistic features as writing is seen as a 
complicating task to fulfill in language learning compared with other skills. It is 
said that most learners lack knowledge on the genres and the specific features in 
each genre. Process oriented approach is used in teaching writing in most 
Malaysian classrooms where focus is put more on the composing process and 
emphasizes writing as a developmental process that creates self discovery and 
meaning. Writing is seen as isolated from the social context. Students write from 
memorizing the content of the examples showed by the teacher without realizing 
the context of situation and appropriate rhetorical and linguistic features to make 
the text purposeful and meaningful to the readers. The writing genres are 
examined critically by identifying the specific language features and structure 
found in each genre. 
 
This research analyzed undergraduates’ writing in explanation that focused 
on the how explanation. The study aimed to investigate whether the 
undergraduates was able to write academic paper related to the requirement of 
ESP that were taught in a genre based approach at tertiary level to meet academic 
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audiences’ needs. Genre based approach has been used as the teaching approach 
in teaching writing to undergraduates taking the ARW course in Unimas. I 
analyzed the writings in terms of structure and language features which 
characterized each identity rhetorical purpose. The writings were analyzed on 
whether the students wrote by giving a general statement for the phenomenon in 
the introduction part and followed by the step by step explanation of the 
phenomenon in the body of the part. Their language features were analyzed in 
terms of using appropriate action verbs, time relationship, generalized non human 
participants, passive voice and cause and effect relationship to show the sequence 
of events happening that formed the phenomenon. 
 
 
1.2 The objectives of the research: 
 
The specific objectives of this study were: 
1. to analyze the data in terms of specific generic structure in writing  
explanation related to the purpose of the text type. 




1.3 Definition of key terms 
 
1.3.1 Academic writing 
 
Academic writing is a structured research written by researcher who is 
interested to search for more objectivity and factual based information on a 
particular topic as reference. The researchers should have considered their 
understandings on the topics selected and integrate their own perspective or new 
ideas on the selected topic. They should also take into account their audience who 
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normally would be their lecturers who read their work in the form of thesis 
statement. The opening of an academic writing differs from usual composition 
writing where academic writing begins with the perspective view on the chosen 
topic from an authoritative point of view where the researcher will have read 
extensive articles from other researchers’ work and interpret the details of these 
materials differently from how other researchers have done. As a result, new ideas 
may be emerged by joining the existing knowledge on the topic and use as another 
factual based argumentative topic by previous researches after the articles are 
presented in the public. 
 
 
1.3.2 English for Specific Purposes 
 
The significance of implementing English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has 
grown and become the most major areas of EFL teaching that is since the early 
1960s with the development of introducing ESP courses to foreign students in 
English speaking countries. For example, universities in Japan have increased the 
demands in English courses to specific purposes; e.g. English for Chemists. There 
are many definitions of ESP by the community: the teaching of English for any 
specific purposes; teaching of English in academic studies; and the teaching of 
English for vocational or professional purposes, before Tony Dudley-Evans, the 
co-editor of the ESP Journal clarified the characteristics of ESP. Definition of 
ESP (Dudley-Evans, 2000) is divided into ‘absolute’ and ‘variable’ characteristics. 
ESP is designed to meet the specific need of students at tertiary level institutions 
or work situation and centered on the appropriate language in grammar, lexis, 






1.3.3 Genre-based Approach 
 
Genre-based Approach has emerged in teaching writing due to the 
shortcomings in the Process Approach by most educators in language learning 
context. Genre-based approach is goal oriented and purposeful writing approach 
that engages writers to write in a communicative way. It is goal oriented that has a 
purpose to write with specific structure for specific genre that aimed to inform 
something a group of readers through writing. Each genre composed its own 
schematic structure and language features that formulate different purpose to 
different group of readers. Genre based approach is used to teach students writing 
by exposing them to various examples of genres and identify the rhetorical pattern, 
language features to realize the communicative purposes of the target text. 
 
There are four stages in genre-based approach based on the model by Cope 
and Kalantzis (1993) namely, modeling, guiding, joint construction of a text and 
lastly the independent construction of a text in the teaching learning cycle. Writers 
need to show awareness to the context and the targeted readers of the context in 
order to achieve the purpose of their writings. They also should be conscious of 
linguistic and rhetorical choice that make the intended meaning of the writing 
clear to the targeted readers. Genre based approach emphasizes more on the form 
and expression of the intended meanings as meanings are made within the choice 
of words. Therefore, the context of the situation and linguistic features in specific 
genre should be known well before the start of composing writing in order to 








1.3.3. i Explanation text type 
 
 Explanation text type is one of the expository writing genres which 
explain the sequences of how and why a general phenomenon happens. The how 
explanation is the sequence of events showing how something works. There are 
four types of how explanations, namely, mechanical explanation, technical 
explanation, system explanation and natural explanation. The why explanation 
explains the sequence of events in a causal relationship. It focuses on a process 
rather than a thing for description or information report that concerned with 
logical sequence.  
 
The focus on the explanation text type for this research is on the how 
explanation. The structure would start with a general statement about the 
phenomenon in the form of a heading or question and followed by a sequenced 
explanation of how or why something occurs.  
 
The language features found in the explanation genre are mainly action 
verbs and use of passive voice rather than active voice. Generalized non human 
participants are used in explaining the sequenced events and use of many time 
relationships to connect the sequences of the incident. Technical terms are used 
largely to explain the process and the cause of phenomenon. Timeless present 
tense is largely used to show that the phenomenon happens naturally without time 
constraint. Besides that, conjunctions are used in explanation essays to show the 














The term of “tsunami” comes from the Japanese 
which means harbour ("tsu") and wave ("nami"). A 
tsunami is a series of waves generated when water in a lake 
or the sea is rapidly displaced on a massive scale. 
Explanation  A tsunami can be generated when the sea floor 
abruptly deforms and vertically displaces the overlying 
water. Such large vertical movements of the earth's crust 
can occur at plate boundaries. 
 
         Subductions of earthquakes are particularly effective 
in generating tsunamis, and occur where denser oceanic 
plates slip under continental plates. 
 
        As the displaced water mass moves under the 
influence of gravity to regain its equilibrium, it radiates 
across the ocean like ripples on a pond. 
 
        Tsunami always brings great damage. Most of the 
damage is caused by the huge mass of water behind the 
initial wave front, as the height of the sea keeps rising fast 
and floods powerfully into the coastal area. 









B. Language features 
 
Action verbs Generalized non human participants             Passive Voice 
Tsunami 
The term of “tsunami” comes from the Japanese which means harbour 
("tsu") and wave ("nami"). A tsunami is a series of waves generated when water 
in a lake or the sea is rapidly displaced on a massive scale. 
 
           A tsunami can be generated when the sea floor abruptly deforms and 
vertically displaces the overlying water. Such large vertical movements of the 
earth's crust can occur at plate boundaries. 
 
            Seductions of earthquakes are particularly effective in generating 
tsunamis, and occur where denser oceanic plates slip under continental plates. 
 
             As the displaced water mass moves under the influence of gravity to 
regain its equilibrium, it radiates across the ocean like ripples on a pond. 
 
            Tsunami always brings great damage. Most of the damage is caused by 
the huge mass of water behind the initial wave front, as the height of the sea 
keeps rising fast and floods powerfully into the coastal area.  
 









1.4 Significance of the research 
 
ARW is one of the generic courses offered in Unimas for the 
undergraduates to develop their writing skills in academic context. It is designed 
to enhance their writing ability for specific purposes in English through the use of 
genre-based approach in teaching writing. They were taught the different types of 
genre with varying organization and language features that fulfill the 
communicative purposes of the genres in context. This investigation was to 
analyze the work presented by the ARW undergraduates in writing genre with 
specific features to meet its purposes in the examination context. The outcome of 
this analysis pointed out weakness of undergraduates in writing explanation genre 
and the common error done by them. Besides that, the resulted showed the 
effectiveness of the genre based approach in teaching writing to ARW 
undergraduates. The application of learning obtained during the course was 
viewed through the analysis of their writings and provided an opportunity for the 
course designer to redesign the course content to improve the weakness identified 
from the undergraduates’ work. It also enabled the lecturers to reinforce the 
teaching to strengthen the weakness among the undergraduates in the writing 
process such as writing general phenomenon statement or using specific language 
features to express the process of the phenomenon in writing Explanation text 
type. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
